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Firewood, village in Solukhumbu, Nepal. Photo: Marianne Heredge 
The basic energy requirements of rural households are mainly for cooking, lighting and heating 
especially in mountainous areas. Cooking needs are mainly met by traditional fuel in rural areas. 
Energy needs at household level are directly related to women's workload and their time. For 
instance, women in rural mountain areas of Nepal often spend four to six hours collecting 
firewood and two to four hours in grain processing. In most developing countries, women are the 
ones involved in managing biomass fuels and food processing (like rice husking, grinding grain 
and so on). Women as the primary users and beneficiaries of household energy have expertise in 
local biomass resources including their properties as fuels. For instance, women can differentiate 
between those fuel-wood species which burn fast with high heat, those which burn at a slow 
speed with low heat and those which smoke (Kelkar, 1995). Women are also the ones most 
affected by the energy crisis (Batliwala and Reddy, 1996). For instance, the growing scarcity of 
firewood and other biomass resources add hours to a woman's workday. 
Experiences 
Energy poverty has a disproportionate effect on women and girls especially in rural areas. With 
the increased burden on women, daughters are forced to drop out from school to assist with 
household activities, limiting their opportunities to progress in their education and increasing the 
likelihood of family poverty (Cecelski, 2000; Clancy, 1999). Women and children often have 
less access to forest areas in the case of forest reserves and private plantations. A study in Nepal 
indicated that women have concerns with the risk associated with stealing firewood (e.g breaking 
their legs while running, financial penalties etc.) from private forests since they did not have 
access to community forests (Mahat, 2006). Because of a scarcity of firewood, women do not 
boil water long enough and cook food items with low nutritional value that requires less cooking 
time. This in turn, affects family health (Skutsch, Clancy and Bachelor, 2003). Women 
especially become victims of a different health hazard due to firewood scarcity. A study in 
Uttarachal, India, indicated that miscarriages are linked to heavy load-bearing work during 
pregnancy, which are five times more than the national average (30 percent). Similarly, in Nepal, 
a high incidence of uterine prolapse among women is likely to be linked to carrying heavy loads 
of wood soon after childbirth (Earth and Staphit, 2002; Nishimizu, 2001). Above all, women and 
children are the ones most affected by the domestic air pollution due to low quality biomass 
burning (Dutta, 1997; Baltiwala and Reddy, 1996).  
A study conducted in rural hilly areas of Nepal indicated that women, especially from high caste 
Hindu families, were solely responsible for collecting and cooking with firewood. Women 
collect and store firewood, although men cut the wood to be used as firewood, as women are 
considered not to be strong enough. Among minority ethnic groups such as Tamangs and Rais, 
there is work sharing at the household level and men were also involved in collecting and 
cooking with firewood. Especially among the low caste groups such as Kami and Sarki, a good 
work ethos is maintained among men and women. Both are involved in managing the household 
energy system (Mahat, 2006).  
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Where technologies are available for cooking such as improved stoves and biogas plants, men 
also share the cooking responsibilities, such as preparing light snacks for the family and 
preparing curries with biogas stoves. This is also the case among the minority ethnic groups. 
Similarly with availability of micro hydro mills, men help women carry the grain to processing 
mills thus saving their waiting time in the mills. Where these technologies are absent, women 
and children are solely responsible for grain processing using indigenous technologies such as 
Dhiki and Janto that involves exhaustive physical exercise (Mahat, 2006).  
Renewable energy technologies can help reduce women’s drudgery in managing the household 
energy system. For instance, the micro hydro mill in one of the villages in Nepal has helped 
women reduce their workload, especially in hulling and grinding grain. With traditional 
technologies it takes four to five hours to hull 30 kg of grain; with the power mill this has been 
reduced to less than one hour, including travelling and waiting time. In addition, the water from 
the canal established for operating the mill is used for drinking water and irrigation. The 
irrigation system has increased vegetable production, especially garlic, the income from which 
normally goes to women. Women are happy to have lights in the kitchen, animal sheds and in the 
toilets, which makes it more convenient to work. A woman mentioned that it was especially easy 
to take care of old and sick people when there is light. It was interesting to know that women felt 
less burdened in filling up the kerosene for each room and were less worried about frequent 
cleaning needed by kerosene lights. Children have more time for schoolwork with electric 
lighting, though this did not apply equally to all communities. Some women complained that 
with electricity, young boys became idle listening to radios and watching television. There was 
also some dissatisfaction among women and children in those households which were not able to 
access technologies like electricity.  Similarly, women felt comfortable with biogas cooking, 
although this increased work needed for collecting water to operate the biogas plant and carrying 
grass for stall feeding. 
Issues and problems 
Despite understanding these facts, the majority of energy planners (normally male) rarely consult 
women for whom they are planning or discuss the problems from their perspective. Too often, 
assumptions are made regarding energy interventions.  Acceptance of energy saving technologies 
is taken for granted without carefully analysing the needs and priorities of women (Skutsch, 
1995). An evaluation of a biogas program in India showed that women are interested by the 
smokelessness and convenience of biogas plants but the men placed higher value on the benefits 
of manure produced (Dutta, 1997). Similar cases have been observed in Nepal. For instance, 
operation of biogas plants is women's work, while men select the land for installing the biogas 
plants. However, women's involvement in selection of the location is very important in order to 
ensure their efficiency in performing the tasks such as fetching water, carrying dung and so on 
(Mahat, 2006). Rural energy needs for domestic, agricultural and smallscale, informal production 
activities, where women predominate, are given less priority (Skutsch, 1996).   
National energy policies in Latin America have given emphasis to environmental and economic 
factors, while women’s needs and concerns are still to be incorporated (Branco, 2002). It is the 
same in South East Asia, where energy policies mostly focus on the production aspect and 
women’s energy needs are not adequately addressed. Policies do not make clear the role of 
women and implications of Alternative Energy Technologies (AETs) on women, even though 
they have a significant role in deployment of AETs and women are directly affected by such 
technologies. Therefore, it is imperative to have national policies to support gender equity and 
advancement of women to support improved energy policy.  
Lessons for policy implications 
Case studies in Uganda and South Africa indicated that policy mechanisms in other sectors must 
also reflect considerations related to women and energy to smoothly support the extension of 
energy services (Feenstra, 2002). An energy project (Energy for Rural Women’s Enterprises) 
designed by UNIFEM for supporting rural women involved in small rural industries in Ghana, 
indicated that consultations with women helped to increase their participation in appraising 
energy equipment and adapting it to meet their needs. Such consultation provided important 
insights into the actual needs of rural women to improve their occupational opportunities 
(Mensah, 2001). Similar experiences can be found in other energy projects in Asia and Africa, 
such as Rural Energy Development Program (REDP) in Nepal, Upesi Rural Stoves Project in 
Kenya, and Solar Electric Light Fund (SELF) in Vietnam (Deuba, 2001; Njenga, 2001, Everts 
and Schulte, 1997). SELF’s experience with the Vietnam Women’s Union provided a good 
lesson in involving women in promotion and successful implementation of technologies 
throughout the country. Women were very active in promoting solar home systems in rural areas. 
Many of the technicians installing solar home systems were women (Everts, et al., 1997). An 
introduction to improved kiln technology for some women in Mali has proved that women can 
be effective producers and managers of household energy technology (Sanogo and Skutsch, 
2001). Similarly, REDP has been successful in deployment of alternative energy technologies 
with considerable participation of women starting from the planning phase to the implementation 
of rural energy technologies in Nepal. Women are seen especially active in community 
mobilisation for saving activities and smooth implementation of micro hydro mills and biogas 
plants. 
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